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President Carlos Roberto Reina hopes that in the next few months a special committee can resolve a
question fundamental to the concept of sustainable development: whether to build an economically
useful project that could damage the environment in a location suitable for "clean" industry. At
issue is the construction of an oil refinery on Trujillo Bay near beaches being eyed by Japanese
and other foreign investors for future tourist-resort projects. Honduras lost its only oil refinery
in 1992, when Texaco pulled out of its Puerto Cortes operation in northwestern Honduras (see
NotiCen, 03/15/91). Since then, Honduras has had to import all its refined petroleum products, with
a consequent increase in cost to consumers.
There has been talk from time to time of building a new refinery. In 1991, for example, Venezuela
showed interest in a joint project with Honduras (see NotiCen, 02/27/91 and 09/31/91). But little
progress was made until January, when Environment and Natural Resources Minister Jeronimo
Sandoval announced that a new refinery would be built with foreign capital near Trujillo on
the Caribbean coast. It is rumored that Kuwaiti and US investors are interested in the venture.
Environmentalists and some cabinet officials oppose refinery Since the announcement, a debate has
raged between supporters of the refinery and environmental groups, who claim the project would
be an ecological disaster.
The environmental organization Fundacion Calentura Guaymoreto (FUNCAGUA) argued that the
government should be promoting long-term investment in sustainable tourism development in the
area. The debate extends to the cabinet as well. Cultural Minister Rodolfo Pastor said he doubted
that a refinery would create as many new jobs as its supporters say, and he challenged the claim that
the project would spur significant economic development. Ricardo Martinez, director of the Tourism
Institute, was also skeptical about the refinery. The trends in economic development are toward
tourism, he said. Even if all necessary precautions are taken to safeguard the environment before
building the refinery, such a project could "chase away" investors in tourism.
Guillermo Molina Chocano, head of the government's International Donors Secretariat, raised
the possibility that the refinery might jeopardize future foreign aid contributions to Honduras
by countries that view the project as environmentally dangerous. "I don't see why the refinery
has to be there when it puts the bay at risk, and that bay is a resource not found elsewhere in
Central America," he said. As for the benefit to consumers, opponents of the refinery say that, if the
government wants to lower prices, it can do so simply by cutting taxes on energy, which it depends
on for 15% of its revenues. President favors the project To settle the controversy, Reina has sent the
issue to a committee of experts.
The final decision on whether to go ahead with the project will be based on the committee's
"scientific, serious, impartial, and exhaustive report," said the president. The report is to include
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cost-benefit assessments of the proposed refinery's potential environmental and economic impacts.
However, even before the committee has begun its work, Reina appears to favor the refinery. He has
said the project is necessary for the economy and has ridiculed those industrial nations that demand
clean air but do not take into account the need for economic development in Honduras. In his view,
the refinery should be built if it can be done without serious negative impact on the environment.
"How long should this bay just sit there to be gazed at?" he asked. [Sources: El Tiempo (Honduras),
01/20/97, 01/23/97, 01/27/97; Notimex, 02/02/97]
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